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ABSTRACT  
The Internet, World Wide Web, and related information and communication technologies (ICTs), have rapidly spread to a 
large number of countries and cultures.  Many of these technologies facilitate and mediate activities whose modes and means 
bind closely to culture.  Research has suggested that communication technologies can affect values and norms for behavior.  
Therefore, the goal of this research is to examine IT induced changes in culture.  Particularly, this research is interested in 
answering the following question: How does IT impact culture?  The goal of the study is to describe the impact of IT on 
culture’s components, including cultural values, norms, and behavior using a phenomenological method to address the 
research question.  We are currently involved in collecting data to explore the phenomenon of interest.  The findings will help 
to provide an alternative view of the relationship between IT and culture and lend new insights into our understanding of their 
linkage. 
Keywords 
Information technology, culture, cultural values, social norms, social behavior. 
INTRODUCTION 
Information Technology (IT) has changed our lives and influenced the way we view the world.  The Internet, World Wide 
Web, and related Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs), have rapidly spread to a large number of countries 
and great variety and cultures.  Since ICTs introduction, millions of users have integrated them into their daily practices.  
Moreover, many of these technologies facilitate and mediate activities, such as interpersonal communication, interaction, and 
exchange, whose modes and means bind closely to culture.  Consequently, new forms of social behavior and cultural values 
and norms have emerged around them.  Research has suggested that communication technologies can affect values and 
norms for behavior (Lea and Spears, 1991; Postrnes, et al., 2000).  Thus, the motivation of this research is to examine IT 
induced changes in culture’s components including values, norms, and behaviors. 
Much research in Information Systems (IS) highlights the need to understand the relationship between IT and culture 
(Leidner and Kayworth, 2005).  Many studies have investigated the impact of national or organizational culture on several IT 
issues.  However, few studies have explicitly examined the impact of IT on culture (Ryckeghem, 1995; Roby and Azevedo, 
1994; Madon, 1992; Walsham, 2002).  Culture in many IS research is viewed “as being stable, persistent, and difficult to 
change” (Leidner and Kayworth, 2005, p, 370).  There is little consideration of the possible cultural changes.  Subsequently, 
culture in many of the IS studies is treated as either an independent variable (Chung and Adams, 1997) or as a moderating 
variable (Srite and Karahanna, 2006).  Currently, there is no study that has treated culture as a dependent variable (Leidner 
and Kayworth, 2005).  Therefore, this research aims to explore and describe the impact of IT on culture using Saudi Arabia 
as a context to our study.  In particular, this research is interested in answering the following question: How does IT impact 
culture in Saudi Arabia?  The complex culture of Saudi Arabia provides a rich context to explore the influence of IT on 
culture.  This research is also important as there is little research with a cultural perspective specific to Arabian and Middle 
Eastern nations. 
Prior studies support the idea that successful cross-cultural IT implementation depends on careful appreciation of existing 
values and norms.  The behavior of IT users may not be as valid in a recipient culture as it may have been in the donor 
culture (Straub, 2001).  Also, IS research has supported the view of IT as being a symbolic factor that is subject to many 
cultural interpretations (Leidner and Kayworth, 2005; Scholz, 1990).  This perspective presents an alternative view of the 
technical determinism notion (Weick, 1990), and provides the potential to consider possible cultural changes through IT use 
(Leidner and Kayworth, 2005; Weick, 1990).  Culture and technology can have a mutual effect where one changes the other.  
This means that technology changes culture, which in turn changes how technology is used, which leads to changes in the 
technology, which introduces new cultural changes and so on.    
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Through this perspective of IT and cultural change, this study offers an alternative view of IT and culture’s relationship and 
lends new insights into our understanding of their linkage.  We believe examining the impact of IT on culture can help 
provide a more complete picture and support a new direction for future research in IT and culture.  Additionally, by 
understanding the role that IT plays in cultural change, business managers will be able to craft effective business and IT 
strategies that facilitate an organizational cultural change resulting in the successful use of technologies.  This paper is 
organized as follows: First, a brief literature review is provided to address the IS research gap in the impact of IT on culture.  
Then, we present the theoretical background that provides the basis for our investigation.  This section is followed by the 
proposed methodology section where we briefly discuss how we are going to employ phenomenology method to address our 
research question and assess the impact of IT on cultural changes.  Finally, we conclude our paper by discussing the research 
implications. 
REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE  
Culture is much more dynamic than has been assumed in much of the management and IT literature (Myers and Tan 2002).  
As stated by Ryckeghem (1995) “IT is, in essence, an imported technology” (p. 57).  In other words, technologies are 
culturally-biased.  The design and production of hardware, software, and system processes have been made in other parts of 
the world, which implied that technology is culturally dependent.  Technology is not culturally neutral, but it is closely 
related to the particular culture where it originated, and therefore shares a common value system (Pacey, 1983, Ryckeghem 
1995; Zakaria et al., 2003).  Research has highlighted the importance of considering the cultural assumptions that are 
embedded into IT and explicitly evaluating whether these assumptions fit with potential adopters in other parts of the world 
(Gallivan and Srite, 2005; Zakaria et al., 2003).  It is also useful to consider whether the interaction between IT and culture 
leads to a cultural change (Leidner and Kayworth, 2005; Weick, 1990). 
Few studies have recognized the potential impact of IT on culture.  For instance, a study done by Madon (1992) examines the 
implementation of IS planning system in India and found an impact of IT on cultural transformation.  During the first 3 to 4 
years period of the implementation, the system was faced by many cultural values that inhibited the adoption.  With time, 
some emergent uses of the technology have led to some degree of cultural transformation.  The cultural transformation 
observed included changes in the people’s values of state, hierarchy, leadership, and the distribution of power.  In our study, 
we are also interested in this connection between IT and cultural transformation by explicitly examining the impact of IT on 
culture’s components including cultural values, norms and behavior.   
Furthermore, Walsham (2002) found that the introduction of GIS (Geographic Information Systems) in India has increased 
the awareness of the importance and the usefulness of maps and map-based systems.  The initial implementation of the 
system was rejected because the Indian culture did not value maps.  However, over course of time and system use, the 
culture, and accordingly the subsequent behavior, has changed to value technology.  Walsham (2002) found evidence that 
suggests the cultural change as a result of the system use.  In the following section, we present the theoretical background 
that provides the basis for our investigation of IT impact on culture. 
THEORETICAL FOUNDATION – THE IMPACT OF IT ON CULTURE 
The Concept of ‘National Culture’ 
Culture is a complex concept and very difficult to define.  In this study we define culture as values that are shared across 
individuals of a particular cultural group.  This definition is in adherence with Leidner and Kayworth’s (2006) research where 
they state that “values represent a manifestation of culture that signify espoused beliefs identifying what is important to a 
particular cultural group” (p. 359).  Cultural values held by individuals within societies reflect a complex set of preferred 
patterns for social interaction, communication, and exchange (Adler, 2001).  According to Straub et al. (2002), “culture is 
primarily a manifestation of core values.” (p. 3).  Additionally, values are more easily studied than other elements of culture 
including assumptions or cultural artifact (Leidner and Kayworth, 2006).  Triandis (1977) suggests using values for better 
method of understanding culture and capturing relationships.  Our discussion in the next section is based on the definition of 
culture based on values.   
Cultural Values, Norms and Behavior 
A number of studies have focused on shared values as the central feature and distinguishing characteristic of a culture.   
Values refer to relationships that are characterized by strong affective components, and imply a preference for a certain type 
of action.  Schwartz (1992) defines values as “desirable states, objects, goals, or behaviors, transcending specific situations 
and applied as normative standards to judge and to choose among alternative modes of behavior” (p. 2).  Values influence the 
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way people perceive and evaluate the world around them.  Additionally, values help people select appropriate actions for 
interacting with their surroundings (Zakaria et al., 2003).  Once a value is learned, it becomes integrated into an individual 
organized system of values where each value has a relative priority.  Although stable in nature, this value system can change, 
reflecting changes in personal experience as well as in culture (Gallivan and Srite, 2005).  In this sense, values at the cultural 
level can be viewed as the implicit and explicit idea about what are good, right, and desirable.  Accordingly, in this study we 
define cultural values as the shared patterns of thinking – the way people perceived and evaluate the world around them- of 
desirable states, goals or behaviors across people in a society applied as normative standards to judge and choose among 
alternative mode of behavior (Kluckholn, 1951; Straub, Loch, Evaristo, Karahanna, & Strite, 2002; Zakaria et al., 2003). 
Cultural values also influence interactions by framing the nature of relationships among individuals.  Chen (2001) stated that 
“to understand a person behavior or communicate with them effectively, it is first necessary to understand the person culture” 
(p.56).  Regarding the understanding the conceptual role of values, research suggests that cultural values do not directly 
influence people’s behavior (Schwartz, 1992).  However cultural values do have an indirect influence on behavior through 
social norms where they work as filters in processing social and other form of behavior.  Consequently, cultural values can be 
viewed as a set of norms that “define the rules for social interaction” (Leidner and Kayworth, 2006, p. 359).  They impact 
behavior through acting like controls that set expectations and boundaries of appropriate behavior.  Thus, in this study social 
norms is defined as the pressure felt from others (based on country culture) that act as rules for appropriate behavior, controls 
that set expectations and boundaries of appropriate behavior, or context for social interaction through which people act and 
communicate (Leidner and Kayworth, 2005, Triandis, 1994).  Finally, this study refers to behavior as the way people interact 
with their surroundings through which they act and communicate (Chen, 2001; Zakaria et al., 2003). 
Cultural Change 
Many researchers have proposed different theories of cultural change.  Cultural change implies changes in culture and its 
component parts.  It refers to alterations in value systems, normative orders, and behavioral patterns, in the society (Rochon, 
1998).  According to Rochon (1998) cultural change or transformation of culture is a dynamic process where a culture 
changes and adapts to internal or external forces.  Some examples of the forces that can contribute to the cultural change 
include: colonization, globalization, infrastructure improvements and advances in ICT.  Rochon (1998) identified three 
modes of cultural change: value conversion, value creation, value connection.  Value conversion is defined as a replacement 
of existing cultural values with new ones (Rochon, 1998).  Value creation indicates the development of new idea to apply in 
new situation (Rochon, 1998).  Lastly, value connection which can be seen as the development of conceptual link between 
phenomena previously thought unconnected or connected in a different way (Rochon, 1998).  In this study we adopt a similar 
view to Rochon’s (1998) perspective of cultural change.  We define cultural change as alterations in culture’s components 
including cultural values, cultural social norms, and behavior in society through values change.  Table 1 summarizes this 
study’s key concepts for examining IT impact on culture.  
Table 1. Key Concepts and Definitions for IT Impact on Culture 
Concept Definition 
Information and 
Communication 
Technologies (ICT) 
An umbrella term that includes any communication device or application, such as 
cellular phones, computers, as well as the various services and applications associated 
with them, such as videoconferencing and distance learning, which provide the ability to 
create greater access to information and communication. 
Cultural Value Shared patterns of thinking – the way people perceived and evaluate the world around 
them- of desirable states, goals or behaviors across people in a society applied as 
normative standards to judge and choose among alternative mode of behavior. 
Social Norms The pressure  felt from others (based on country culture) that act as rules for appropriate 
behavior, controls that set expectations and boundaries of appropriate behavior, or 
context for social interaction through which people act and communicate. 
Behavior The way people interact with their surroundings through which they act and 
communicate.   
Cultural Change  The alteration of cultural components including cultural values, social norms, and 
behavioral patterns, either directly through ICT or indirectly through cultural values’ 
change. 
Maghrabi et al.  Understanding IT Induced Changes in Culture 
 
Proceedings of the Eighteenth Americas Conference on Information Systems, Seattle, Washington, August 9-12, 2012. 4 
The Relationship between IT and Cultural Change 
The relationship between culture and IT has been suggested, yet not fully addressed (Bandypadhyay, 2007).  Research argues 
that the new forms of Internet-based communications are subject to differences in how individual perceived them and hence 
may need to accommodate differences in cultural values by offering localizations (Marcus and Gould, 2000).  With this 
constrain in mind, this research suggest the assumption that these technologies underpin certain values and behavior.  In our 
study, we assume that advanced Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) impose new cultural values and may 
influence culture’s components.  ICT in this study is used as an umbrella term that includes any communication device or 
application, such as cellular phones, computers, as well as the various services and applications associated with them, such as 
videoconferencing and distance learning, which provide the ability to create greater access to information and 
communication.  Additionally, as discussed by Ronchon (1995), technological capabilities are an important source of cultural 
change.  This change involves a sort of intensive learning experience whereby new ideas emerge as widely shared beliefs 
among larger publics (Rochon, 1995).  Consequently, as new forms of ICT enhance the speed and expand the available 
modes of info exchange, culturally preferred behavioral patterns can be altered or facilitated.  The Internet, for example, 
provides a backdrop of human interaction and a medium for cultural and social communication (Danet, 2001).  Based on our 
literature review and previous discussion, we developed a conceptual framework of IT influence on cultural change and 
subsequent behavior.  The proposed research framework is presented in Figure 1.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THE CASE: BACKGROUND OF SAUDI ARABIA 
Although the view of this study likely has a broad applicability, we have focused our discussion in this paper on one of the 
Arabian nations, Saudi Arabia.  Many scholars studying technology in the Arab world have focused sharply on the 
technology but not fully considered some of the unique social implications of IT on Arabic culture.  Saudi Arabia is 
considered a traditional country where Islamic and Arabian cultural values play a big role in people’s behavior (Ali, 1990).  
Arab culture has a stronger influence than Western culture through the enforcement of its social norms and common beliefs 
on its society (Al-Gahtani, 2007).  Moreover, as one of the Arab countries, Saudi Arabia culture has a strong sense of 
tradition and history, and as a high context culture, people have close connections over a long period of time (Hall and Hall, 
1990).  Recently, there has been a technological revolution in Saudi Arabia.  For instance, the country’s smart phone 
subscribers are the third highest globally at 188% or nearly two phones for every resident (Reuters, 2011).  Moreover, 
according to Amos (2011), “ten million Saudi online, three million belong to Facebook, and Twitter feed are up more than 
400 percent” (para. 2).  We believe that this revolution has a big impact on the country’s culture.  The people’s values and 
norms have changed; new patterns of behavior have been introduced.  The cultural changes in Saudi Arabia seem to be 
associated with the advances of technologies.   
METHOD 
Myers and Tan (2002) identify weaknesses in much of the work in the area of global IT.  The assumption about culture as a 
fixed concept has determined the choice regarding research methods employed (Myers and Tan, 2002).   As IS research needs 
Figure1: Proposed Conceptual Framework for the Impact of IT on Culture 
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to adopt a more dynamic view of culture, a view that consider the complexity of culture, there is a need for improvement in 
research methodologies that can be used to study culture and global information systems.  Tayeb (1994) stated that “the 
enthusiasm for, and interest in, cross-cultural research has not generally been matched by careful attention to the design and 
methodologies required to conduct such research” (p. 108).  Therefore, this study employs a qualitative approach.  A 
qualitative approach is one of the best ways to develop research when the phenomenon of interest is in an early stage and the 
study is mostly exploratory in nature.  Additionally, qualitative methodology allows for the linkage between rich qualitative 
evidence to nascent theory development.   
Luna and Gupta (2001), in their discussion of the different methodologies to study culture, discuss the emic methodology to 
study culture, “which focuses upon understanding issues from the viewpoint of the subjects being studied” (p. 46).  In this 
sense, culture is defined empirically as “the ‘lens’ through which all phenomena are seen” (Luna and Gupta, 2001, p. 46).  
Emic methodologies to culture promote an understanding of the culture through ‘culture-rich’ information (Luna and Gupta, 
2001, p. 46).  The choice of emic approaches depends on the nature research question, the researcher’s resources, and the 
purpose of the study (Luna and Gupta, 2001, p. 46).  Hence, to study the phenomenon of interest, a phenomenological 
approach was deemed most suitable for understanding IT induced changes in culture from the viewpoint of people and 
capturing the core of the people’s shared experiences of IT impact on culture.   
In phenomenology, the researcher suspends past knowledge and carries exploratory investigation to understand a 
phenomenon at a deeper level (Creswell, 2007).  The purpose of the phenomenological approach is to illuminate the specific, 
to identify a phenomenon through how it is perceived by the subjects in a situation, through inductive, qualitative methods to 
elicit rich and descriptive data.  Phenomenological methods are particularly effective at bringing to the fore the experiences 
and perceptions of individuals from their own perspectives, ‘bracketing’ taken-for-granted assumptions and usual ways of 
perceiving (Creswell, 2007).  Therefore, it is powerful to understand subjective experiences and gain insights of people’s 
motivations and actions.   
Procedure 
To better understand the impact of ICT on culture and to reveal some of the cultural changes due to ICT usage, we will carry 
out an exploratory investigation.  The research unit of analysis is Saudi Arabia.  Data will be collected mainly from the 
general public from Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) users.  The interviews length will range from 60-90 
minutes, and will be conducted in a semi-structured approach including structured questions and ad-hoc follow-up questions.  
The interview protocol consists of questions that are targeting what cultural impact users experienced with ICT, and how they 
experience this impact of ICT on cultural change (Creswell, 2007).  All interviews will be recorded.  Additionally, other data 
sources, such as web blogs, news journals, and magazine articles, will be employed to collect further evidence of IT impact 
on Saudi Arabian culture. 
DATA ANALYSIS 
Data analysis will generally follow steps of phenomenological data analysis discussed by Creswell (2007), Moustkas (1994), 
Polkinghorne (1989) and Colaizzi’s (1978).  Phenomenological approach will be used to analyze the participants’ transcripts.  
The analysis process will start with reading the transcripts multiple times to get an overall idea of the interviews’ content.  
Significant statements or quotes from the transcripts that pertain directly to the participants’ experience of IT impact on 
culture in Saudi Arabia through the changes in cultural values, norms and behavior due to ICT will be identified and 
highlighted.  This process will involve a repeated examination of our data until we determine that no more new issues could 
be uncovered.  After that, a list of these significant statements with their formulated meanings - horizonalization of the data- 
will be developed (Creswell, 2007).  Then, the formulated meanings will be clustered by organizing and grouping the 
identified significant statements into larger units of information or core themes of the experience of IT impact on culture in 
Saudi Arabia common to all the participants.  After themes are obtained, researchers will approach some participants a 
second time to validate the findings.  If new relevant data emerge, they will be included in the final description.  Moreover, 
additional data sources will be employed to enrich our understanding and verify our findings.  
The results are then integrated into an exhaustive description of the phenomenon by developing a textual description of what 
impact all the participants experienced on Saudi Arabian cultural values, norms and behavior as a result of ICT followed by 
developing a structural description of how all the participants experienced the impact of ICT on culture through the examples 
they provided of the impact of ICT on cultural values, norms and behavior (Creswell, 2007).  Methodological rigor will be 
ensured through the application of verification and validation (Creswell, 2007).  Verification, the first step to achieve validity 
of the research (Creswell, 2007), will be fulfilled through literature searches, adhering the phenomenological method, using 
an adequate sample from participants who have experienced the phenomenon under investigation, recording the interviews, 
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bracketing researcher’s experiences as possible, and treating all statements as having equal worth.  Validation will be insured 
by using multiple data collection sources (multiple individuals), checking with key informants and multiple revision.   
CONCLUSION 
Global IS studies have acknowledged the importance of understanding the linkage between culture and IT, yet research 
explains the impact of IT on culture is limited.  In contrast, the present study addresses this research gap and points out the 
importance of understanding IT impact on culture.  Moreover, the paper will help to identify the role that information 
technology plays in the process of culture change, through IT impact on cultural values, social norms, and behaviors changes.  
A better understanding of IT impact on culture is beneficial for both academics and practitioners to better prepare for the 
future.  We believe that advanced information technology will have a turnaround impact on cultures based on the analysis of 
the current study. 
This study provides an alternative view of the linkage between IT and culture, and will illustrate this interaction with 
evidence from Saudi Arabia cases.  By doing so, this paper will provide insights that move beyond the concept of traditional 
concept of culture, and consider the dynamic nature of culture by offering a fuller view of the relationship between IT and 
culture.  Moreover, the research method will contribute a rich contextual description of IT role in value, norm and behavior 
changes, thereby answering the calls for new IS methodological avenues and fresh research approaches that go beyond the 
traditional Hofstede’s paradigm.  Furthermore, by using Saudi Arabia as a context of the study, it addresses the research gap 
of Eastern IS research, and provides insightful analysis of a different culture.  The practical impact for organizations that 
understand IT impact on culture should be significant.  First, the role that IT on culture can provide valuable insights for 
business managers and strategy makers to craft effective business and IT strategies that facilitate an organizational culture’s 
change that produces successful use of technologies.  Second, organizations should understand IT as a medium that help to 
predict customers changed interests and desires.       
This study is part of on-going research initiative.  On the basis of our literature review, we developed our research framework 
and developed the semi-structured interview protocol to collect data on ICT use and its impact in cultural changes through 
alternations in cultural components.  We are currently involved in collecting data from individuals from Saudi Arabia to 
develop the core themes of the experience common to all participants and describe an overall essence of the IT impact on 
culture in Saudi Arabia.  Additionally, our findings will be linked to the existence literature to develop a description of the 
theoretical elements of our research. 
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